
 

 
February 6, 2015 
 
Karen DeSalvo, MD, MPH, MSc 
Office of the Secretary 
National Coordinator for Health Information Technology  
Department of Health and Human Services 
200 Independence Avenue, SW 
Washington, DC  20201’ 
 
Dear Dr. DeSalvo, 
 
On behalf of the American Ambulance Association (AAA), I want to thank you for the 
opportunity to provide comments on Federal Health IT Strategy Plan 2015-2025 (Plan).  
We strongly support the Plan, but ask that you make sure that it takes into account the 
essential role of ambulance services, both emergency and nonemergency services, when 
further refining and implementing the goals, objectives, and strategies. 
 
Founded in 1979, the AAA’s mission is to promote health care policies that ensure 
excellence in the ambulance services industry. The AAA represents ambulance services 
across the United States that participate in serving more than 75 percent of the U.S. 
population with emergency and nonemergency care and medical transportation services.   
 
Because ambulance services play a pivotal role in America’s health care system, it is 
critically important that the Plan recognize and take into account these services.  
Ambulance services are the front line and initial access point of our local and national 
health care and emergency response systems.  They provide crucial medical emergency 
response to patients when they need it most. They also assist beneficiaries who require 
skilled medical transportation and services in certain nonemergency situations.  The 
prehospital care our members provide is not only as a public service, but also is an 
essential part of the total public health care system.  
 
While the Plan references several types of providers, it does not specifically include 
ambulance services.  The AAA encourages the ONC to expressly include ambulance 
services in the list of providers.  Expressly including ambulance services in the Plan will 
recognize the critically important and unique services ambulance services provide and 
how they can play a role in helping to achieve many of the objectives set forth in the five 
goals of the Plan.   
 
I. Expanding the Adoption of Health IT 
 
Health IT already plays an important role in the care provided by ambulance services, but 
its use should be expanded.  In emergency situations, ambulance services are the first 



health care providers to reach patients.  They assess patients’ conditions and collect 
important information about them.  These providers also administer life-saving and life-
sustaining care.  Sharing the patient information with the next set of providers, most often 
the hospital, promotes care coordination, and is critically important to improving patient 
outcomes. 
 
While some larger ambulance services are able to access the latest in health IT, all 
ambulance services continue to struggle with below-cost reimbursement rates.  In 
addition, more than 60 percent of ambulance services throughout the country have fewer 
than 500 transports per year.  Most of these organizations simply cannot afford to invest 
in health IT systems without having access to additional resources.   
 
As the ONC considers the objective of increasing the adoption and use of health IT 
products, systems, and services, it is important to make sure all ambulance services have 
access to federal funding and grants, as well as other initiatives that assist providers in 
adopting and effectively using health IT. 
  
The Plan also correctly acknowledges the importance of increasing user confidence in 
health IT, emphasizing interoperability.  Making sure that systems communicate with one 
another effectively has always been an important part of the delivery of ambulance 
services.  As health IT expands, it is critically important that the systems designed for 
ambulance services can communicate with hospitals and other providers, as well as 
federal and state agencies.  In addition, ambulance services continue to evolve.  
Innovative services have expanded to show how ambulance services can improve health 
outcomes and reduce overall health care expenditures.   Thus, health IT systems adopted 
by ambulance services will need to work seamlessly with those of other providers and 
even patient electronic health records.  The only way to ensure such interoperability is to 
include ambulance services in planning and implementation. 
 
These new models of care delivery will also support health, safety, and care delivery.  
Mobile integrated health holds much promise for addressing not only emergent health 
concerns, but also for improving public health outreach and initiatives. The AAA would 
welcome the opportunity to work with your team to make sure that these efforts 
complement the objectives of the Plan.   
 
II.   Advance Secure and Interoperable Health Information  
 
The AAA applauds the ONC for focusing on the objectives of improving secure and 
interoperable health information.  As we and other first responders have highlighted since 
2001, it is critically important that systems of communication be designed to ensure 
interoperability.  This principle is equally important when developing health IT systems.  
We have joined with others in the emergency medical services community to develop 
standard data elements and definitions for reporting clinical and financial information.  



As the ONC undertakes its work to develop interoperability “rules of engagement,” we 
encourage you to work with the AAA and other stakeholders, including the National 
Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA), which has overseen the creation and 
maintenance of the National EMS Information System (NEMSIS). 
 
The AAA also agrees that as interoperability improves, it is important to make sure that 
privacy and security requirements keep pace.  These rules should protect patient 
confidentiality, but also not disincentivize data sharing among health care providers.  
Today, some providers use HIPAA as a sword to protect their data, even when such 
disclosures are for the treatment of patients.  In addition, it is important to ensure that 
these laws reflect the operational realities of all providers.  A one-size-fits-all approach 
based on brick-and-mortar providers should be disregarded for one that allows for 
scalability and addresses the unique aspects of different types of providers.   
 
III. Strengthen Health Care Delivery 
 
Perhaps the most exciting goal outlined in the Plan relates to the use of health IT to 
strengthen health care delivery.  The AAA and its members have been working to 
develop data collection methods that support“[e]xpanded use of health IT [to] combine 
decision supports and quality measures.”  Ambulance services across the country have 
joined with federal regulators, spending countless hours, to identify and standardize data 
elements to create NEMSIS, which is a repository of data from every state across the 
country.  Its data have been used to establish the first set of quality measures for 
ambulance services.  As ONC identifies and establishes goals for expanding data 
collection, especially as it relates to quality metrics and indications, the AAA encourages 
you to work closely with the industry to build upon the existing systems. 
 
We would also welcome the opportunity to work with ONC on expanding current efforts 
to manage and improve population health.  Data collected through NEMSIS has already 
led to research that has improved how emergency care is delivered and patient outcomes.  
These improvements at the population level came from the collection of data from 
individual patients treated over many years.  We anticipate that these data will also be 
helpful in developing new models of care that leverage the unique attributes of 
ambulance services in nonemergency situations as well.  Thus, it is important that ONC 
keep these efforts in mind as it moves forward with this goal. 
 
IV. Advance the Health and Well-Being of Individuals and Communities  
 
As we have noted elsewhere, the future with regard to the health care services provided 
by today’s ambulance services has already begun to emerge through new models of care 
delivery, such as community paramedicine and mobile integrated health.  We agree that 
to advance community-based care, it is important to improve the exchange and use of 



electronic health information.  Any strategy to improve in these areas should take into 
account ambulance services and these new models of care. 
 
V. Advance Research, Scientific Knowledge, and Innovation  
 
In addition, the AAA strongly supports the use of electronic health information, data 
collection systems, and development of incentives to invest in research and encourage its 
translation into treatment options.   Research has revolutionized the role of ambulance 
services in America’s health care system.  For example, in the early days ambulances 
focused on moving patients quickly to the hospital.  Today, they provide critical 
prehospital care before leaving the scene, which has significantly improved patient 
outcomes.  Utilizing data collect through health IT systems and encouraging research 
relying upon it will lead to even more advances.  We would welcome the opportunity to 
work with ONC to identify ways the federal government could incentivize such work in 
relation to emergency and nonemergency ambulance services. 
 
VI. Conclusion 
 
The AAA appreciates the opportunity to provide comments on the Plan.  We urge you to 
incorporate emergency and nonemergency ambulance services into the plan and to work 
with the community to incorporate them into specific goals, objectives, and strategies.  
We look forward to working with you.  Please do not hesitate to contact Tristan North at 
(703) 610-0216 or tnorth@the-aaa.org or Kathy Lester at (202)-534-1773 or 
klester@lesterhealthlaw.com if you would like to discuss our comments in more detail or 
have any questions. 
 
Thank you. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Mike Hall 
President 


